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Mexican director Guillermo del Toro’s cinematic trajectory has already taken him from his native
country in Cronos (1992) to the big budgets of Hollywood in Mimic (1997), Blade II (2002),
and Hellboy (2004), and to Spain with his Mexican-Spanish co-productions, El espinazo del
diablo and, more recently, El laberinto del fauno (2006). With particular attention to El
espinazo del diablo, my interest lies in examining how the transnational status of this film
generated a certain set of readings of the text. Three specific contexts of reception (Spain, Mexico
and Hollywood) articulate my analysis of film critics’ responses to del Toro’s first ‘Spanish’
film. The final section of the essay offers a localized reading by examining del Toro’s distinctive
articulation of the horror genre in an established tradition of film-making on the subject of the
Spanish Civil War and his inscription of the comic book Paracuellos in the filmic text.
When it comes to transnational credentials, El espinazo del diablo fits the bill. A co-
production between the Spanish El Deseo and the Mexican Tequila Gang and Anhelo
Producciones, in association with Sogepaq, Canal + (Spain), the film targeted not only
the expanding Spanish and Latin American markets but also a wider international audi-
ence.1 The film was distributed through a truly global film cartel and pre-sold heavily to
many major territories. Then the film was picked by the Sony Pictures Classic studio for
US distribution. On the back of heavy marketing and nationwide screening both in Spain
and Mexico, the film had a very successful first weekend at the box-office. First released
in Spain on 19 April 2001, El espinazo del diablo had to compete with a product of global
proportions, The Others (Alejandro Amenábar), and one local blockbuster, Torrente 2.
Misión en Marbella (Santiago Segura). Caught between the local and the global, this
Mexican-Spanish co-production was the sixth most successful film of the year, taking
2,981,037 euros and bringing 705,531 spectators to the cinema. The film was released in
Mexico on 19 October 2001 and made 8,025,872 pesos ($847,335) in its opening weekend.
The final box office takings were 46,522,051 pesos ($4,992,479), making it the highest
grossing movie by del Toro in Mexico, surpassing his previous films Mimic (10,545,204
pesos), Blade II (13,527,453 pesos) and Hellboy (24,531,161 pesos). November saw the
release of the film in the US market, where it was exhibited in multiplex cinemas such as
the Cineplex Odeon chain and art-house venues alike grossing $755,249.2
1 El laberinto del fauno is also a co-production between Spain’s Studios Picasso, del Toro’s Mexican
Tequila Gang and Alfonso Cuarón’s WB based Esperanto in New York.
2 Box-office figures and rental grosses have been obtained through the Spanish Instituto de la
Cinematografía y de las Artes Visuales, the Mexican Filmoteca UNAM, and the American trade journal
Variety.
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Having considered briefly the transnationalism of the film at the levels of production
and distribution, I move on to the specific focus of this essay, which is the cross-cultural
reception of El espinazo del diablo. A discussion of the transnational moment or moments
of reception of del Toro’s film is fundamental for analysing cultures of production and
consumption in a transnational framework. Advertising and promotional interviews,
press coverage and magazine profiles, review snippets and film critiques provide the
discursive material which will be shaping my analysis.3 In its participation in a
transnational circuit of film production, distribution, exhibition and consumption,
El espinazo del diablo can be seen as an example of what Charles Acland describes as
‘cinema-going as felt internationalism’ (2003: 229). Here Acland addresses the interna-
tionalizing of cinema, what he describes as the international simultaneity of globalized
cinema culture; for him, this ‘global co-ordination’ is ‘a synchronized international
releasing pattern’ (2003: 138) which brings with it the global ‘simultaneity’ of the
audience’s experience (2003: 160) and a ‘popular cosmopolitanism’ (that is, the popular
cultural experience that surrounds the encounter with the filmic text) (2003: 237).
Acland’s thesis of ‘cinema-going as felt internationalism’ could shed light on our reading
of the film’s reception since what he proposes is an analysis of ‘localized encounters with
a transnational film culture’ (Acland 2003: 239). Such localized encounters elicit a series
of questions concerning the global and local exhibition and reception of del Toro’s film:
how have audiences engaged with the film? What was its initial critical reception in
Mexico, Spain and the US? And what does a survey of its reception in the popular media
reveal? What are the specific cultural and political implications of localized ways of
seeing?
Transnational Flows and National (Mis)comprehensions
But before we focus on the life of the film on its transatlantic journeys, we need to bear
in mind that the discrete geographical contexts of reception proposed here underscore
more fluid and changeable transnational markets and modes of reception: firstly, the
Hollywood visibility of Mexican performers, directors and cinematographers; and,
secondly, the specific site of reception formed by the Spanish-speaking media in the
United States, since in many areas the Mexican community (i.e., readers and viewers) is
by far the largest group within the Hispanic market. Thus in the case of the Hispanic
market the cultural magazine Hispanic (November 2001) is proud of Hispanic film-
makers such as del Toro, Latin America cinema’s leading horror meister, in its headline
‘Two Hispanic film-makers lure US audiences in distinct ways’; the journalist also
relishes the critical success of Hispanic film-makers who ‘are telling stories that are
unique to their own cultures but still exhibit enough Hollywood savvy to make them
accessible to any audience, regardless of nationality’.4 In its September 2005 special issue,
the Mexican film magazine Proceso addresses the economic and cinematic exchange
between Mexico and the United States in a self-explanatory title, ‘The Mexican Holly-
wood’. As the magazine cover shows, the Mexicans are there to stay: the spectacular
billboard that defines the US film industry across the globe, and which is part of our
3 The post-theatrical life of the film, i.e. the re-exhibition of the film in retrospectives and international
film festivals or its consumption via other media such as VHS, DVDs, satellite, and cable TV lie beyond
the scope of this article.
4 The other Hispanic film-maker mentioned is Argentinian Fabián Bielinsky, director of Nueve reinas
(2000).
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global popular imaginary, is supplemented by another cinema. As the editorial explains,
the issue focuses on ‘el éxodo hacia las verdes praderas del dólar. Para ellos, Hollywood’,
and attempts to ‘asomarse al mundo de los idos de la industria del cine’ (Proceso 2005: 3).
Reading the interviews, one notices a recurrent spatial trope: ‘Van y vienen’, ‘no estamos
fijos en EE.UU. sino de ida y vuelta’, ‘lo importante es que hagamos cine aquí y allá’, ‘es
bueno ir y venir’. The to-ing and fro-ing invoked in these phrases address both the
phenomenon of migration and travelling which defines more precisely the work of many
Mexican film-makers, script writers, actors and cinematographers, who comment on the
transnational process in which they are implicated, more specifically the (personal and
personnel) flow across the Mexican-US border.
Traffic across the Atlantic is also intense these days. Del Toro, like his compatriots
González Iñárritu and Cuarón, participates ‘in a newly intense economic and cultural
exchange between Latin America and Europe’ (Smith 2003: 389). The Spanish producers
Pedro and Agustín Almodóvar would be key players in the promotion of the film in
Spain. Owing to the filming of Blade II in Prague, del Toro himself was not present in the
promotion of his first Spanish venture, so the publicity of the film was left in the capable
hands of the producers, who created a climate of goodwill around the film, and the
bankable names of the cast, in particular up-and-coming heart-throb Eduardo Noriega,
who featured on the cover of various mainstream film magazines such as Cinemanía. The
academic journal Cuadernos de Hispanoamérica features an interview with Pedro and
Agustín Almodóvar (Urrero Peña 2001: 99–107) devoted solely to their role as producers
in del Toro’s film. Here the Spanish director brings the film to his own generic territory
commenting on the generic fluidity of El espinazo del diablo: ‘creo que este largometraje
escapa la definición genérica y no lo consideraría tanto una película de terror como un
melodrama. Un gran melodrama que acontece en el seno de un orfanato’ (2001: 103).
Giving the background of their relationship with the Mexican director, Agustín
Almodóvar describes their collaboration as ‘a vía de escape, gracias a la cual [del Toro]
puede llevar a cabo un trabajo más libre que el que rueda para los grandes estudios de
Hollywood’ (2001: 101). References to del Toro’s dealings with the American film indus-
try are inescapable and force Pedro Almodóvar to talk about the ‘enemy’: ‘me resulta
muy difícil comentar esa faceta estadounidense de su carrera, porque aunque se trata de
un buen trabajo, lo realiza con el enemigo, un enemigo con el cual no podemos competir’
(2001: 105). In their new role as producers, the Almodóvars value and nurture the special
relationship between Spain and Latin America: ‘la relación de Guillermo del Toro con
nuestra productora demuestra la fluidez de ese vínculo entre España e Iberoamérica’
(2001: 106), although they quickly distance their company El Deseo from becoming a
haven for Latin America directors whose experience with Hollywood has been marked
by commercial imperatives or problems: ‘quede claro que esa postura de El Deseo no
implica una suerte de orfelinato de directores latinoamericanos que tengan problemas
con Miramax o con cualquier otra firma de Hollywood’ (2001: 105). The terms ‘flow’ and
‘fluidity’, which in the context of the interview refer to the transatlantic flow of projects
between Spain and Latin American countries and to the generic hybridity of El espinazo
del diablo respectively, are recurrent topics in discussions of del Toro’s film.
Mapping the film’s conception and production history would offer an initial point of
entry into the subcultural value inscribed in del Toro’s filmic project through his exten-
sive use of the language of the comic book Paracuellos (1982) by Spanish comic artist
Carlos Giménez. It was in Miami, that new frontier for Hispanic culture, that Guillermo
del Toro and Pedro Almodóvar first met in 1993 during the Miami International Film
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Festival, in which Cronos was shown. The story goes that Almodóvar made an open offer
to the Mexican director about the possibility of shooting in Spain. The 1998 Sitges inter-
national film festival is our next stop. It is here that del Toro, who was acting as jury after
he had established a reputation for himself in previous editions of the festival with
Cronos and Mimic, received a script entitled ‘La bomba’ from Antonio Trashorras
and David Muñoz — scriptwriters, comic artists and film critics. Three months later
and oblivious to the time difference across the Atlantic, del Toro contacts Trashorras and
Muñoz and offers to buy their script, rewrite it and turn it into a film; director and
scriptwriters conflate an old project of del Toro, already entitled ‘El espinazo del diablo’,
which is originally set in a religious school, and ‘La bomba’, situated in an orphanage. As
del Toro has explained in promotional interviews, the original period in which the
project was set was the Mexican revolution and the story was ‘un homenaje al relato
Luvina de Juan Rulfo’ with a twist (‘una especie de Western putrefacto visto por Mario
Bava’ (del Toro in Khan 2001: 63)). Another example, Pedro Páramo, also comes to mind.
Mexico was at the foreground of del Toro’s original intentions: ‘las características de los
personajes de El espinazo del diablo son exclusivamente mexicanas y tiene una magia muy
latinoamericana. En este film que voy a rodar va a haber una especie de festival de
colores y sensaciones, que solamente puedo obtener en México’ (del Toro in Lerman
1997: 35). As the project develops, the Mexican origins of the project are re-
contextualized from the Mexican revolution to the Spanish Civil War. The rest is
‘historia’ and ‘historieta’.
Set against the backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, El espinazo del diablo follows the
life of ten-year-old Carlos (Fernando Tielve) who arrives in Santa Lucía, a crumbling
Republican orphanage for boys run by Carmen (Marisa Paredes), widow of a leftwing
poet, with the assistance of Dr Casares (Federico Luppi), a liberal Argentinian immi-
grant, and Jacinto (Eduardo Noriega), the young caretaker and Carmen’s lover. Carlos
and the other orphans are haunted by the spectre of Santi (Iñigo Garcés), who was killed
the same night a Fascist bomb was dropped on the courtyard during an air raid.
Summoned by the ghostly presence of Santi and amid the unexploded bomb, Carlos
learns about the orphanage’s inhabitants, their dark secrets and hidden treasures, and,
finally, Santi’s murderer.
Plot, story, and characterization contribute to a transnational comprehension of the
historical background for audiences, and lend themselves to a universal symbolic read-
ing. Thus the confined walls of the isolated orphanage act as a microcosm for the conflict
taking place outside. Likewise, the unexploded bomb at the centre of the courtyard is a
constant reminder of the war. Carmen and Casares can be interpreted as symbols of a
collapsing world and a lost cause through their physical lacks (an amputated leg and
sexual impotence, respectively), while Jacinto’s violence and eagerness for revenge con-
vey the conduct of a new emerging fascist Spain. Roger Ebert, one of Hollywood’s most
influential film critics, notes that the use of ‘buried symbolism will slip past American
audiences not familiar with the Spanish Civil War’, but ‘del Toro’s symbols work first as
themselves, then as what they may stand for, so it does not matter if the audience has
never heard of Franco as long as it has heard of ghosts’ (2001). In the trade journal Variety
the symbolism is further reduced to a narrative of ‘good and bad guys’ which neutralizes
ideological differences: ‘elegant, cultured Casares (Federico Luppi from Cronos) and one-
legged Carmen (Marisa Paredes) are a late-middle-aged couple who run an orphanage in
the desert. They also use it as a hiding place for Republican (i.e. good guy) funds, in the
form of gold ingots. An unexploded bomb, dropped by a Fascist (i.e. bad guy) airplane
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sits in the middle of the courtyard’ (Holland 2001: 28). The allegorical intentions of the
film are neatly translated into American generic forms, providing therefore a familiar
template and a narrative resolution which resituate the film in American film-going
culture: the film evokes ‘a proud movie lineage of strike dramas and populist westerns,
in which the people, united, can never be defeated’ (Scott 2001). Thus the emphasis is
shifted away from the historically specific and translated back onto familiar generic
ingredients.
Of course, Spanish audiences placed the film squarely in the cinematic traditions of
films about the Spanish Civil War, and del Toro’s intervention in this filmic tradition was
a local concern for Spanish critics in general. This is the main frame of reference for
Antonio Santamarina in Dirigido Por and Jordi Costa in Fotogramas. For the former, the
film ‘introduce el género fantástico en films tan alejados de sus contornos como los
ambientados en la guerra civil española’ (Santamarina 2001: 22); the latter describes the
film as a ‘sutil agresión por la vía del sutil y equilibrado cruce de géneros, a la muy
codificada tradición del cine patrio y aledaños’ (Costa 2001: 14) and underlines the influ-
ence of the comic book Paracuellos. The collaboration of Giménez in the storyboard and
the inscription of his text, a fragment of popular culture, in the very fabric of El espinazo
del diablo, brings with it a consideration of the film’s cultural relevance and its engage-
ment with modern Spanish history, in particular a popular history that cuts across the
Spanish Civil War, the dictatorship and the Transition. As the final section of this article
will demonstrate, aesthetic and political criteria are virtually indivisible in an analysis of
the film. Indeed, del Toro’s intervention in modern Spanish history continues in his latest
film El laberinto del fauno, which is set against the backdrop of fascism in post Civil War
Spain. The Spanish critical establishment welcomes the fact that a Spanish American
film-maker engages with Spanish history and contributes to the redefinition of the Span-
ish film canon — an aspect that has also been addressed in Anglo-American academic
writing (Smith, 2001; Hardcastle, 2005; or Santaolalla, 2005).
‘Critical discourse in Latin America continues to privilege cultural authenticity’, as
Ann Marie Stock has argued (1999: 270). Mexicanness and Mexican generic traditions
became the critical measure through which these two 1992 films by Carlos García Agraz
and del Toro were read. With the international critical success of Cronos and his work in
Hollywood, del Toro is seen under a different light at the turn of the twenty-first century,
albeit both his industrial modus operandi and his hybrid cultural texts still pose problems
for Mexican critical praxis. While Cronos was shown in six screens in Mexico DF and
disappeared after a week, El espinazo del diablo reached 250, even though the US exhibitor
Cinemark refused to show the film in its movie theatres;5 the film was eventually distrib-
uted by Cinemex, Organización Ramírez, and Lumière Reforma. Perhaps the changing
context of cinema-going and shifts in exhibition in Mexico account for this difference,
namely the multiplexes as part of the urban landscape of Mexican cities in the late 1990s,
one of the cultural consequences of globalization. Reaching screens nationwide is a
success in itself. But, in a country in which around ninety per cent of all theatrical
releases are mainstream Hollywood movies, the gigantic Hollywood billboard still casts
a huge shadow over Mexican film culture. Hollywood is even a motif of dispute at the
heart of Mexican film institutions such as the Academia Mexicana de Artes y Ciencias
5 According to César Huerta (2001) from the newspaper Reforma, ‘el desacuerdo estuvo en el porcentaje
que debían pagar por cada copia exhibida, que ronda generalmente el 40% de cada peso ganado y que
en esta ocasión se pedía aumentara’.
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Cinematográficas. Del Toro’s film, together with Cuarón’s Y tu mamá también, was
cloaked in controversy for it was excluded by the Academia Mexicana from enrolling the
Ariels, and, by extension, entering the contest for representing Mexico in the Oscars
foreign language category.6 These Mexican-Spanish co-productions and the generic
forms chosen by the directors — horror and road-movie — are not embraced by official
culture as illustrations of local cultural concerns or as representatives of national artistic
pride, suggesting an institutional preference for indigenous cultural products, which are
‘authentically Mexican’. The re-contextualization of del Toro’s project, from the Mexican
revolution to the Spanish Civil War, as well as his generic choice, seem to defy official
discourses of national cinema. By continuing to flaunt its migrancy and hybridity (Stock
1995: 21), del Toro’s cinema not only refuses to be categorized as national cinema, but
is also refused the status of national cinema by the Academia Mexicana and by the
critical establishment, on the grounds that it does not respond to certain perceptions of
Mexicanness.
Certainly, a survey of its reception in the national press reveals a mixed response to
del Toro’s co-production. The Mexican daily press (El Universal, La Jornada, Reforma,
Excelsior), as well as the news agency Notimex, which followed closely the shooting and
the premiere in Spain, were mostly interested in the international projection of del Toro
and the fact that a Mexican director was in the business of conquering the Spanish
market. Thus in Novedades we read that ‘Guillermo del Toro, el enfant terrible del cine
mexicano, ha traspasado las fronteras para convertirse en todo un icono de la
cinematografía internacional’ (Arredondo 2001: n.p.); the critical and commercial kudos
attached to the household name Almodóvar is played out through various images: ‘El
Deseo fue conquistado por del Toro con El espinazo del diablo’ (Landino 2000: 2), del
Toro as ‘chico Almodóvar’, or ‘Unidos por El espinazo’ (Excelsior 26 August 2000); the pro-
motion of Spanish stars Paredes and Noriega;7 and, the ‘special relationship’ between
Spanish and Latin American cinema, that is, a shared transnational identity to be under-
stood and absorbed by audiences, is pointed out in various articles. It is interesting to
note how reviewers identify this ‘special relationship’ at the level of industrial and finan-
cial co-operation, language, and cultural identity, and yet questions of historical
past relations between the two countries are not recognized. The explicit allusion to the
Spanish Civil War in the diegetic world of the film is not discussed in the context of
Mexican-Spanish relations during and after the war, especially the fact that Spanish refu-
gees in general and children in particular were offered a safe haven by the Leftist govern-
ment of President Lázaro Cárdenas which allowed the establishment of a community of
exiles. Like the unexploded bomb which sits half-buried in the courtyard, critical and
non-critical press coverage orchestrated around the film does not pursue the traces of
this Spanish community in exile, thus defusing and de-historicizing the political subtext
of the film.
Two reviews are symptomatic of mainstream Mexican film criticism the interest of
which lies in the aesthetic components of the film — its (American) cinematic qualities
and values — rather than in any cultural or political subtext. The presence of Hollywood,
6 See ‘Mexican hit pix snub local kudos contest’ by Simon Tegel (2005) at http//www.variety.com.
7 Paredes had recently collaborated with the Mexican industry in El coronel no tiene quién le escriba
(Arturo Ripstein 1999), while Noriega had participated in the European and Latin American
co-production Plata quemada (Marcelo Piñeiro, 2000).
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once again, looms large, framing the critical appreciation of the film. Del Toro’s new
work is a cinema inflected by Hollywood: ‘el (d)efecto Hollywood dejó su marca en el
cineasta’ (Mayer 2001: 48), playfully writes Milenio’s reviewer. The economic, cultural,
and aesthetic factors which mark the film as a Hollywood product are its box-office
success, its entertainment factor, and the rich visual aesthetics. The shortcomings or lacks
are measured against his first Hollywood project Mimic as well as Hollywood critical
standards yet Del Toro’s is never accused of defecting to Hollywood, or for that matter
Spain. Julia Elena Melche’s title in Reforma ‘Mucho efecto, poco argumento’ focuses on
similar issues since for her the film verifies ‘el enamoramiento del director por las
películas americanas de serie B, el maquillaje, lo sanguinolento, y los efectos especiales’
(2001: 15).
What frames of reference do Hollywood critics themselves use to interpret the film?
Generally, US mainstream newspapers and stateside film magazines mobilize the
simultaneous foreignness and ‘Hollywoodness’ of the film and a series of generic and
intertextual frames of reference to orientate audience expectations, which put audiences
at the centre of critical approbation. Comparisons to contemporary Hollywood film-
making in its overseas reception are inescapable. The review of El espinazo del diablo in
Empire is granted only a few lines, although very positive: this ‘ghost story contains more
substance and is executed with more style than half a dozen Hollywood monster movies’
(Kennedy 2001: 130); again, in the context of mainstream film reviewing the (bad) effect
of Hollywood on del Toro is pinpointed by making reference to Mimic and welcoming
the fact that he returns to his ‘Spanish roots’ — not Hispanic (Kennedy 2001: 130). Empire,
Entertainment Weekly and The New York Times pair the film with Amenábar’s The Others
and other contemporary US productions such as The Sixth Sense (M. Night Shyamalan,
1999) or What Lies Beneath (Robert Zemeckis, 2000), offering audiences familiar refer-
ences. The Hollywood Reporter recommends this ‘classical ghost story’ which mixes the
supernatural and the allegorical as a ‘crowd-pleaser’: it ‘is loaded with visual style and
startling images to dazzle the art house crowd while delivering enough goose bumps
and horror for genre movie lovers’ (Honeycutt 2001). The film can also ‘entice a main-
stream audience’, according to this same critic. Del Toro’s film deploys commercial
expertise and knowledge of popular tastes by bridging the gap between art house,
mainstream, and horror producing a film with international currency.
Like other foreign movies such as Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (Ang Lee, 2000) and
Amélie (Jean-Pierre Jeunet, 2001), which were released around the same time, El espinazo
del diablo transcends ‘country of origin and the art-house hardcore’ (Morrison 2001: 44). If
films like Amélie work, the Variety journalist argues, it is because the marketing campaign
‘pushed the romantic comedy elements to the front, rather than its “foreign-ness”’
(Morrison 2001: 44). Morrison’s words need to be seen in the context of his article
‘Subtitle bout’ which concerns itself with the poor distribution and exhibition of foreign
movies in the US, as well as the cultural value of subtitled films. In its ability to tap into
different niche markets — foreign language ‘art’ film, entertainment movie and horror
flick — and audiences — art-house spectators, multiplex filmgoers and horror fans — del
Toro’s film occupies a fluid position in the US foreign movie market, escaping the limi-
tations of other foreign products. As seen in the reviews of Ebert, Holland, and Scott, the
horrific and melodramatic elements of the film are pushed to the front, while the cultur-
ally and historically specific ingredients are downplayed. But, as a foreign horror film,
El espinazo del diablo goes a step further than other foreign movies for it is also dubbed
into English and released in dubbed version for other windows of consumption (the
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horror market) and exhibition (DVDs). The neutralization of the film’s language places
the film outside the art-house circuit, and transforms it into a global popular product,
which is rendered more legible for a broader American public and a mainstream horror
audience. Horror-film publications such as Fangoria describe the film as a classical ghost
story with nuanced qualifications: ‘a period ghost story’ (Salisbury 2001: 30), ‘a neo-
classical ghost story’ (Jones 2001: 40). Apart from positioning the film in relation to
classic horror traditions and more specifically the renewed interest in the ghost story in
contemporary US products like The Sixth Sense and What Lies Beneath, the horror fan com-
munity inserts del Toro’s work into the international world of horror cinema. Through
his engagement with and devotion to the genre, Del Toro knowingly traffics in horror.
Arguably, this popular genre provides a prime example of critical concerns regarding
a discussion of transnational cinema, since it is a filmic form that not only travels
well across different cultures and national contexts but also across media forms and fan
culture. This is not the place to discuss issues of transnational spectatorship, the border-
crossing appeal of horror, or the potential cross-fertilization of diverse horror traditions,
but it is worth mentioning, for instance, in the context of our analysis of El espinazo del
diablo, the use of ghosts and the supernatural in Japanese horror cinema, in particular the
critical value of ghost imagery in the Japanese kaidan ega (period ghost stories), from
Onibaba (Shindo Kaneto, 1964), to the Ringu series (Hideo Nakata, 1998), which, like El
espinazo del diablo, combine history and politics in a popular genre.
Trans-cinematic citations situate the film in a dialectic engagement with Hollywood
genres and other world cinematic traditions. Many critics in Spain, Mexico and Holly-
wood refer in one way or another to the cinematic lineage of the film, namely its relation-
ship with Spanish and Mexican auteurist traditions (Buñuel’s Los olvidados (1950) and
Tristana (1970), and Erice’s El espíritu de la colmena (1973)), popular genres such as melo-
drama and the Western, sub-generic forms like the spaghetti western, and mostly horror
traditions, whether contemporary horror trends or Mexican and Spanish exploitation
films from the 1960s and 1970s. Del Toro’s filmic production is clearly an example of
the dynamic process of cross-cultural horror exchange, since it borrows from Hollywood
and non-Hollywood film-making practices, partaking of diverse international horror
traditions, or what could be labelled as transnational horror.
The Return of History as Horror and Historieta
Del Toro’s description of El espinazo del diablo ‘not so much a ghost story as a story with
a ghost in it’, as well as the self-conscious advertising line ‘¿Qué es un fantasma?’, explic-
itly elicits an examination of the figure of the ghost and ghostly presences in the film.
Following the work of Jacques Derrida (1994) and Avery Gordon (1997) on hauntology,
and recent theorizations of this notion in modern Spanish cultural studies (Labanyi 2000,
2002), Anne E. Hardcastle proposes that the film is ‘an investigation of ghostliness and
haunting’ which ‘allows the viewers a cathartic confrontation with the dramatic past’
(2005: 119). Notwithstanding the film’s historical inaccuracies and misrepresentations,8
‘through haunting’, Hardcastle writes, El espinazo del diablo ‘dramatizes this confrontation
with the past in a way that encourages a reconsideration of the contemporary “reality” of
Spain’s historical trauma’ (2005: 126). The film’s hauntological approach to the past not
8 For example, ‘the erasure of ideological fractures in Spanish society during the Civil War’ (Hardcastle
2005: 127).
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only contributes ‘to overcome the traumatic legacy of the Civil War’ (Hardcastle 2005:
129) but also helps to ‘unify potential subjects around the theme of the democratic,
enlightened, modernized, and finally influential Spanish nation’ (Resina in Hardcastle
2005: 127). Whilst I consider the argument put forward by Hardcastle generally valid and
illuminating in the context of post-1975 Spanish history, that is to say, that El espinazo del
diablo might be read as a vehicle for historical revisionism, her conclusions suggest a
sense of narrative closure and closed-off history. My own position is that such readings,
by providing a cathartic resolution, reiterate and reinforce official historical discourses
on contemporary democratic Spain, which have endorsed reconciliation, compromise,
and consensus in an exercise of collective amnesia. According to Hardcastle, in del Toro’s
representation of modern Spanish history, the Civil War ‘is remembered not from the
perspective of Franco’s fascist dictatorship but from that of a stable, successful democ-
racy interested in creating a new meaning for its history’ (2005: 129). Another critic,
Isabel Santaolalla, also acknowledges the Mexican director’s intervention in modern
Spanish history when she states that El espinazo del diablo is ‘una inteligente reescritura
del hecho histórico más significativo del siglo xx español: la guerra civil’ (2005: 220),
articulated through the presence of foreign historical and cultural elements in the film
(for instance, the execution of the International Brigade volunteers, the recitation of Sor
Juana Inés de la Cruz’s poem ‘Romance’, or the casting of the Argentinian Federico
Luppi as Casares). For this author, transnational ventures such as del Toro’s are having
a productive impact not only on the commercial and industrial contexts of Spanish
cinema but also on the ‘imaginario colectivo del país’ (2005: 220). Dialogues between the
foreign and the local, as indicated by Santaolalla and others, are rewarding sites of analy-
sis, but for the remainder of this essay I will be drawing attention to neglected local cul-
tural and ideological aspects of the film, namely the film’s engagement with different
historical frameworks via the inscription of a popular cultural form: comics.
Comic book artist Carlos Giménez’s participation in the storyboard, and the influence
of his series Paracuellos in the thematic and visual world of El espinazo del diablo, have
been duly acknowledged by Spanish film critics (Santamarina 2001, Costa 2001, Khan
2001, Garrido 2001), yet the aesthetic and political significance of his work in the film has
been overlooked. As a recorder of everyday life in Francoist orphanages in post-war
Spain in Paracuellos, or a mordant commentator of the Transition in his anthology España,
Una; España, Grande; España Libre, Giménez gives us slices of public history and popular
culture, which have been rendered invisible in official histories.9 His comic art demands
that we grapple with lives that have been unrecorded, with the erasure of popular and
individual memory, and with closed-off accounts of specific episodes of contemporary
Spanish history.10 As Teresa Vilarós observes (1998: 163), Giménez’s comic art points
up ‘la cuestión de la borradura histórica’. On the subject of Paracuellos Giménez writes
(2000: 5):
9 España, Una; España, Grande; España Libre was created in conjunction with Ivá and published in the
pages of the news satire magazine El papus between 1976 and 1977.
10 Playwright Laila Ripoll’s recent production Los niños perdidos (2005) claims Giménez’s comic book
universe as a source of inspiration. Ripoll states that the protagonists in her play, who live in an ‘Auxilio
Social’ orphanage, are like ghosts — ‘los niños son como fantasmas y nadie va a reclamar por ellos’
(2005: 165) — whose presence allow her and her readers an engagement with ‘la memoria histórica’
(2005: 165).
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[E]sta serie quizá no debería haberse llamado Paracuellos. Debería, con más propiedad,
haber tenido un título al estilo de ‘Historias de Auxilio Social’ o ‘Historia de los Hogares’
o, si no fuera porque resultaría demasiado largo y una pizca repelente, ‘Historias de los
niños que vivieron en los Hogares de Auxilio Social durante la posguerra franquista’.
Though the film initially decontextualizes the actual setting of Giménez’s story by
resituating it in the midst of the Civil War and converting it into a Republican orphanage
rather than a Fascist institution, as the war develops and the Nationalists approach the
area, the space is transformed into and re-institutionalized as an official site of fascism,
toeing the new ideology of nacionalcatolicismo (the Nationalist flag replaces the Republi-
can, religious imagery takes the place of secular portraits, the crucifix on the wall as a
sign of Catholic religiosity), bringing back to life the ‘Historias de Auxilio Social’. The
children inhabiting Santa Lucía are the children of imprisoned, murdered, and exiled
Republicans (‘rojos cuidando hijos de rojos’, as Carmen bluntly puts it), as well as those
children abandoned as a consequence of the casualties of the civil war. Giménez docu-
ments a reservoir of personal memories, having himself lived in one of these orphanages
for several years. Giménez’s collaboration extends from the casting of the children to the
narrative, through the recreation of specific dialogues, episodes and themes reminiscent
of Paracuellos (privation and suffering, fear and bullying, survival and solidarity), and to
the mise-en-scène, in particular lighting, costume, props, and décor, which contributes to
recreate the atmosphere of the Auxilio Social orphanages. Likewise, Giménez’s aesthetic
and rhetorical conventions are translated into other stylistic devices, for del Toro repeat-
edly draws links to the comic book syntax and grammar through framing and the posi-
tion of the camera.11 How does the comic book, then, mediate in my reading of the film?
Firstly, the encounters and confrontations of the main protagonist Carlos with the ghost
are dramatized through Giménez’s storyboard;12 and, secondly, the narrative of the film
rests upon the function of comics in the unfolding of events, for they prompt Carlos’s
search for the ghost. The film’s confrontation with the ghosts of the past, therefore, is
remembered from the perspective of Carlos (Giménez) and mediated through the use of
comics. As a brief examination of the apparitions of the ghost will reveal, point of view
in del Toro’s film carries with it not only a narrative and stylistic meaning but also a
crucial (sub)cultural function for an understanding of the political significance of the
ghost.
From the opening of the film, the viewer is invited to identify with Carlos’s point of
view and the perspective of the other orphans, since in many sequences the camera is
physically placed at their level. Together with Carlos, the viewer acknowledges the pres-
ence of a ghost. While Carlos is familiarizing himself with his new surroundings, he
becomes aware of a ghostly presence standing in the kitchen building doorway. The
framing of characters in doorways is a recurring formal pattern in the film, thus linking
the actions and destinies of different characters as well as marking their bodies as
ghostly. During his first night at the dormitory, Carlos is allocated bed number twelve,
whose previous occupant, Santi, disappeared the night the bomb fell in the courtyard.
11 Both del Toro and scriptwriters Muñoz and Trashorras are sensitive to the comic book idiom: the
former has returned to the use of the medium in his personal adaptations of comic books Blade II (Marv
Wolfman and Gene Colar) and Hellboy (Mike Mignola); the latter have produced, among other comic
books, a trilogy entitled Miedo, which focuses on the Spanish transition period through the eyes of a
teenager.
12 Giménez’s storyboard for El espinazo del diablo can be accessed at http://www.carlosgimenez.com.
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Santi has left his traces behind in the dormitory he once inhabited, a name scratched on
the wall, which Carlos immediately notices, and a silent veil is drawn over the unspeak-
able reality of the missing boy, only addressed as ‘el que suspira’. As soon as Carlos
reads the name out, Santi’s ghost manifests itself with unsettling sighs, lurking shadows,
echoing footsteps, and footprints. It is from this moment onwards that Carlos deals with
the traces of a past haunting the lives of the orphans. Determined to get back one of the
comics borrowed by the bully Jaime, Carlos opens Jaime’s locker to find not his treasured
possession but Jaime’s sketchbook, which, like the opening credits in El espíritu de la
colmena, acts as a summary of the main events in the story and anticipates Carlos’s
encounter with Santi’s ghost. In his search Carlos feels compelled to get out in the middle
of a stormy night looking for the spirit; a high angle frames his dwarfed figure as he
approaches the bomb and stands in front of it, magnifying the strips of coloured ribbon
attached to the bomb’s tail assembly. ‘Bomba, ¿estás viva? Dime dónde está Santi’, asks
a frightened Carlos. One of the ribbons, a red one, becomes detached from the tail and
is blown away in the direction of the kitchen. The fleeing movement of the red ribbon,
captured by the fluid camerawork of the whole sequence, will lead Carlos to Santi. The
next shot directs our attention to Carlos’s face in the foreground and through depth of
focus to the kitchen doorway, where the ghost first materialized upon his arrival in Santa
Lucía, in the background. A tracking shot follows Carlos’s eyes as they follow the red
ribbon. A cut introduces a shift in point of view by placing the viewer behind the open
door, the camera shooting out Carlos who is framed in the doorway. Standing in the
doorway Carlos is about to enter the ghost’s space, crossing the boundary between his
present and the not-so-distant past haunting the orphanage, between the living and the
dead. Through Carlos’s eyes we see a medium long shot of Santi’s back and soon after a
stream of blood floating away from a gash in Santi’s head. ‘Muchos vais a morir’, the
ghost sorrowfully laments. As the ghost attempts to reach Carlos, he escapes into the
courtyard, running for shelter into the main building. But there is no escape for him, as
the ghost is always a step ahead of him, always already there. Although this time Carlos
hides in the storeroom, he will finally confront the ghost and act on his demands for
justice: ‘Jacinto. Traédmelo.’ Jacinto’s death at the hands of the children might be read as
an act of revenge, of retaliation, yet his greed, bitterness and vindictiveness when he
returns to steal the gold ingots hidden away by Carmen for the Republican army, extend
to his disavowal of the children’s lives and memories (‘No tienen padres, no tienen a
nadie. ¿Quién les va a echar en falta?’). Consigned to oblivion, they are denied memory.
But the ghost comes back again and again. At the end of the narrative, Santi’s ghost
has vanished but the dead reappears in the guise of Casares, who had died in the explo-
sion subsequent to the fire caused by Jacinto. In a final narrative twist, the narrator,
whose voiceover opens the film, is revealed at the film’s close to be the ghost of Casares
repeating the film’s opening words (‘¿Qué es un fantasma? Un evento condenado a
repetirse una y otra vez. Un instante de dolor quizá. Algo muerto que parece por
momentos vivo o no. Un sentimiento suspendido en el tiempo, como una fotografía
borrosa, como un insecto atrapado en ámbar’), but with an added final answer (‘Un
fantasma. Eso soy yo’). The final scene shows Casares’s ghost from behind looking across
the plain as he stands in Santa Lucía’s gateway. Played by the Argentinian Federico
Luppi, one might wonder whether Casares’s accent inscribes a final tour de force in the
film, conjuring up other ‘desaparecidos’.
Produced and consumed within and across national boundaries, El espinazo del diablo
engages transnational conventions of the horror genre as well as specific local texts. The
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study of a film such as del Toro’s needs to be sensitive to both global and local reception
for awareness of the transnational contexts picks up what critical values might be lost en
route. As it has been argued, reviews in the three contexts of reception examined here
defuse the film’s critical value, in other words, de-historicize it. A film might be defused
simply by the mass of non-critical press coverage that is orchestrated around its release,
questions of cultural authenticity, or generic constraints imposed by critics. It is only
through those reviewers who are sensitive to del Toro’s intervention in the established
trend of films on the Spanish Civil War, and his use of a local sub-cultural form, the
comic book Paracuellos, that the film acquires its political value. El espinazo del diablo
suggests the possibilities of the horror genre, and other neglected popular cultural forms,
for political allegory. Through the creative strategies deployed in his first ‘Spanish’ film,
the Mexican director consciously politicizes his intervention in modern Spanish culture
engaging with memories and cultural fragments that have been erased from official
homogenic discourses on contemporary democratic Spain.
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La trayectoria cinematográfica del director mexicano Guillermo del Toro nos lleva desde su
México natal en Cronos (1992) hasta las grandes superproducciones de Hollywood con Mimic
(1997), Blade II (2002) y Hellboy (2004), pasando por España con dos co-producciones hispano-
mexicanas, El espinazo del diablo y, más recientemente, El laberinto del fauno (2006). A
través del estudio de El espinazo del diablo, mi interés yace en examinar cómo el estatus
transnacional de dicha película ha generado lecturas específicas del texto. España, México y
Hollywood conforman los tres contextos que articulan mi análisis en torno a la recepción crítica
de la primera película ‘española’ del cineasta mexicano. La última parte de este ensayo propone
una lectura local de la película mediante un análisis del uso específico que del Toro hace de la
inserción del género de terror en la tradición cinematográfica española que trata el tema de la
Guerra Civil, así como de la inscripción del comic Paracuellos en el texto fílmico.
